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Editorial

The Law,
“A light for my path”
Jacques B. Doukhan, D.H.L., Th.D.

T

he keeper of the Torah
has often been accused
of being a legalist without soul or without intelligence,
a disciple of a backward religion.
This charge is unfair. The law
as it is understood in Israel implies on the contrary a light that
helps the walk and promotes
progress. The Psalmist sings of
the law as “a lamp to my feet and
a light to my path” (Psalm
119:105, NKJV).
This lesson is contained in
the Hebrew word Torah, which
the ancient Midrash has related
t o t h e w o rd Or , m e a n i n g
“light.” It is an allusion to the
usage of wearing a light tied to
the sandals. The ray thus obtained shed light on the way

while it also drove serpents
away. The image of the poet
thereby translated the double
function of the law: to enlighten, to teach, and therefore
help to walk forward, but also
to protect and ensure the walk.
The prophet Isaiah brings up
the same association when he
says that if the people is without the law “there is no light in
them” (Isaiah 8:20, NKJV).
We understand then the Jewish resistance to the Christian
teaching. It is essentially because of the law that the JewishChristian separation took place.
Historians and theologians of
any side begin to recognize and
understand this dilemma. It is
therefore important that Chris-

tians and Jews renew their reflection on that matter.
From a Christian point of
view, Professor Badenas proposes an original and profound
reflection which sticks to New
Testament texts in order to rediscover the meaning in the
value of the law in the perspective of grace.
From a Jewish point of view,
Professor and Rabbi Milgrom reminds of the rich colors of the
Torah which is not beyond human grasp.
Other articles nurture the
thought in the same direction,
either underlining the bond between justice and love, or reminding Christians of the high
value of the law.
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Interview

Dr. Jacob Milgrom
(Picture by Jo Milgrom)

FPO
What is the Torah for Judaism yesterday and
today? Professor Jacob Milgrom, rabbi and
specialist in the book of Leviticus, discusses the
meaning and the purpose of the ancient laws.

Dr. Jacob Milgrom is Professor Emeritus of Biblical Studies at
the University of California, Berkeley (1965-1993), and past chair
and founder of its Jewish Studies Program (1973-1977; 1985-1987).
He served as Director of the University of California Overseas Study
Program at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem (1969-1971) and as
Visiting Professor of Bible at the Virginia Union University, the Hebrew University, Tel Aviv University, and the Jewish Theological Seminary, New York.
He is a Guggenheim Fellow, Senior Fellow at the Albright Institute of Archaeological Research in Jerusalem, Fulbright Fellow, Fellow of the American Academy for Jewish Research, and Fellow of the
Institute for Advanced Studies at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem.
Dr. Milgrom was ordained by the Jewish Theological Seminary and
served in the active rabbinate many years.
He is the recipient of honorary degrees from the Jewish Theological Seminary (D.D., 1973), the University of Judaism (D.H.L.,
1989), and Hebrew Union College (D.H.L., 1993); also recipient of
the 1993 award of the Biblical Archaeology Society for “The Best
Book on the Bible Published in 1991-1992.”
Dr. Milgrom is the author of many books which include Studies
in Levitical Terminology (1970), Guilt and Conscience (1976), Commentary on the Book of Leviticus, vol. 1 (Anchor Bible), and over
200 articles in scientific journals and encyclopedias.
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S

habbat Shalom * :
What is Torah? Is it
the same as what we
call law? A lot of
people equate the two words,
but is the biblical use of the
term Torah the same as what we
call law?
Milgrom: Paradoxically I
would have to answer both yes
and no. Torah is law, but not law
the way we conceive it today because Torah (divine instruction),
coming from a root which means
“to shoot,” comprises rules coming from God involving behavior towards one’s fellow and responsibility to God. Let me exemplify by two such laws, the two
which were chosen by Jesus as the
most important laws in the Hebrew Bible, namely, love your
God with all your heart, soul, and
might; and love your neighbor as
yourself. Now can anyone con-

ceive that these laws would ever
enter into the statutory regulations of any government? Yet
these are laws, again from the
biblical definition of the law,
namely, commands coming from
God. Now here on this issue,
too, one perhaps ought to dig a
little deeper and try to understand the use of love in both of
these laws. Love obviously cannot be commanded. What does
it mean to love your God and to
love your neighbor? And here,
too, one has to understand the
biblical root of love (’ahav): it
doesn’t really convey only an
emotion or attitude; the word
also signifies deeds. This is especially true in Deuteronomy,
which speaks of covenantal love:
the alien is to be loved—how?—
by providing him with food and
shelter, and God is loved by observing His commandments.
This same use of love is found in
another culture, in the suzerainty
treaties of Mesopotamia, for example. You have the expression
“you will love Ashurbanipal as
yourselves.” A subject nation is
told to exercise that kind of relationship with the mighty
Assyrian king involving friendship and responsibilities that
come with that friendship. And
this is, of course, a love that can
be commanded. Now also it’s interesting to see that this is well
understood by both Christianity
and Judaism. Both Rabbi Hillel
and Jesus, his contemporary, understood it that way because they
took that commandment of “love
your neighbor as yourself ” in the
following fashion. Rabbi Hillel
took it negatively and he said,
“What is hateful to you, do not
do to others.” Jesus took it positively, “Do unto others as you
would have them do unto you.”
Now the key verb in both statements is the word “do.” So you
see that love must be translated
into deeds. Well, again obviously
this kind of law would never be
legislated in any society at all. So

when you use the term law referring to the Torah, yes it involves
attitudes, but attitudes that are
again transformed into concrete
deeds, and these deeds involve a
matter of ethical responsibility to
one’s fellow and compliant responsibility towards God.
Shabbat Shalom: Now in
light of that wider understanding of the term Torah, how
much of the Bible is Torah or is
informed by Torah? We usually
think of Torah as the
Pentateuch, the five books of
Moses, but I’ve heard some
people describe the other two
sections of the Hebrew Bible as
Torah as well, so that we have
Torah, Torah, Torah, so to
speak. Is this really true? Can
we view the entire Bible as Torah or is it appropriate to view
the five books of Moses more
specifically as Torah?
Milgrom: I think I’d have to
answer that question positively
since we might regard the laws
found
outside
of
the
Pentateuch—say the commands
of God through the mouths of
prophets—only to be extensions
of that which already is com-

The prophets are
those who said, ethics
are the goal of the
laws and unless
obedience to the laws
leads to more ethical
behavior, then the
entire purpose of the
law is undermined.
manded in the Pentateuch, except they are refined in some
way. A good example, of course,
would be the matter of ethics.
The prophets are those who said,

ethics are the goal of the laws
and unless obedience to the laws
leads to more ethical behavior,
then the entire purpose of the
law is undermined. But the
prophets’ laws are in the
Pentateuch. So you have only,
if you will, an embellishment
and a refinement of whatever
exists in the Pentateuch in the
rest of Hebrew Scripture.
Shabbat Shalom: Even the
latest portions of Hebrew Scripture are still ancient literature.
How relevant and authoritative
is the Torah for a modern Jew?
Milgrom: Well, here you have
perhaps the most important basis for different denominations
among the Jewish people. Precisely how much of the Torah is
relevant and mandatory? The
Orthodox would regard every
command in the Torah as mandatory and the other extreme, the
Reform, would regard the ethical commandments as primary
and the ritual commandments as
secondary. And if the latter are
irrelevant, they can be discarded.
Therefore, the range of obedience
to the various laws of the Torah
is a criterion for distinguishing
one denomination from the
other. The Orthodox would say,
to use their expression, there’s no
distinction between the severer
commandments and the lighter
ones. There are variations of that
as one goes to the Conservative
and then the Reconstructionist
and the Reform movements in
Judaism.
Shabbat Shalom: So the question, Are there some aspects of
the Torah which are more relevant today than others, would
be answered differently by each
of the various Jewish groups.
Milgrom: That’s correct.
Shabbat Shalom: Are there
parts of the Torah which have
April 1996 / SHABBAT SHALOM
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lost their relevance, not only in
terms of observance, but in
terms of what a modern person
can learn that is of spiritual
value? In other words, for example, laws pertaining to the
services of the temple are obso-

God doesn’t expect
perfection—that’s no
longer possible, at
least since man was
evicted from the
Garden. All God
wants us to do is to
improve.
lete in the sense that they are no
longer practiced. Do these laws
have any continuing value, not
in terms of practice today, but
in terms of what we can learn
spiritually about God or about
His relationship with His
people?
Milgrom: The distinction you
make is quite accurate. First, not
all the laws are relevant. The
Orthodox have counted up all
the laws in the Torah, as refined
and supplemented by the rabbis,
and they come up with the figure that there are 613 commandments. Now most of them are
actually not applicable today, for
example, as you have indicated,
those involving the sacrificial service in the temple and many of
the purity rules. The reason is
that the purity rules are only of
significance in contact with the
temple and the sacrifices. Without the latter, they are not, however, applicable in our own time.
But still I would maintain, as you
mention, that these laws must be
studied because it’s precisely
these laws that contain at their
basis essential ethical positions.
That, as you probably know, is
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one of the postulates motivating
my study of the Torah: that is, the
ritual law contains, ensconces,
the value system of the priestly
teachers, and these values must
be ferreted out from the ritual
law even if the rituals themselves
are not observed.
Shabbat Shalom: More than
any other modern person I
think you have demonstrated
precisely that point—the continuing value of these rituals
even though they are no longer
observed. So we’re very grateful to you for that contribution.
Now what kind or level of obedience to the Torah is possible,
even if a person wants to keep
the Torah perfectly in everything the way he or she believes
God would want him or her to
do it? Is it possible for a human being in an imperfect
world to have the willpower to
keep the Torah?
Milgrom: An answer to that
question which I find very significant was given by the late
Rabbi Schneerson, the head of
the largest Hasidic, which
means very Orthodox, sect. As
you probably know from the

The thing that counts
is not whether one
believes in God; but
that one acts as if he
did believe.
press, he was posthumously
given the Medal of Congress. In
meeting with someone who was
not Orthodox, he might begin
the conversation by saying, “You
know, you and I have basic beliefs in common. We both believe in the observance of the
Torah, except you are perhaps
lower down on the ladder than
I am. We both are commanded,

but we cannot possibly observe
the entire Torah. We must keep
on adding another rung, another
rung, another rung.” In his
point of view, all Jews have this
common goal to observe the Torah. Eventually if everyone takes

Can you imagine
coming up to a
homeless person who
can be found
squatting in the
shopping mall of
every neighborhood,
and telling that
person, “You know, I
feel great love for you”
instead of actually
contributing a good
sized coin to his
welfare as you pass
him by?
it one step at a time, one law at
a time, they’ll all end up in the
same place. However, nonorthodox Jews claim that some
laws are obsolete.
Shabbat Shalom: So, how do
we know what God really expects of us? Does He expect us
to keep all the laws or does He
expect us to simply do our best?
Milgrom: Well, the latter
would be the answer. We do our
best. This is something basic to
Judaism which also has its roots
in the Torah. Mainly, God
doesn’t expect perfection—that’s
no longer possible, at least since
man was evicted from the Garden. All God wants us to do is
to improve. But the key thing

is that we have to keep on trying. Here, too, one has to keep
in mind that the laws involve doing, not just feeling. The emphasis is given in the Torah that
one has to actually carry out
these commandments and not
just have a very good intention
towards fulfilling them. Failure
is not a sin. Even though one
fails to carry out a specific law,
one is not to despair, but to keep
trying. To use Rabbi Schneerson’s
analogy, move up the ladder one
step at a time.
Shabbat Shalom: So do you
think that this has relevance
within a covenant context? That
is to say, the important thing for
God is that we have the kind of
attitude toward Him which
would yield obedience.

In Judaism, God
judges the human
being not on his
thought, but on his
behavior.
Milgrom: Yes. In Judaism,
God judges the human being not
on his thought, but on his behavior. The result of that is one of
the most remarkable statements
attributed to the rabbis—this you
find in the Midrash—on the
verse in Jeremiah where God says
“they have abandoned me and
have not kept my Torah.” The
rabbis then comment that God
really is saying, “Would that they
abandon me but keep my Torah.”
This statement is quite bold, but
behind it is something which is
very true of Judaism. The thing
that counts is not whether one
believes in God; but that one acts
as if he did believe.
Shabbat Shalom: We’ve been
talking thus far about Jewish
observance of Torah, but in the

Torah are there laws which are
applicable to non-Jews as well?
Milgrom: From the point of
view of the Torah, the only laws
incumbent upon all humanity
are the Noahide laws, found in
Genesis 9. And these laws are
reduced to one commandment,
the prohibition against murder.
That prohibition naturally
would have to entail also setting
up the apparatus in order to observe that law, which means setting up courts of justice and so
on. But there is a second law,
the flip side of the prohibition
against murder, which is ignored: one is also prohibited
against murdering an animal for
food unless its blood is drained.
Blood is the essence of life, and
it must be restored to its creator,
God. As you probably know, the
early Christians for three centuries observed this until that law
was abolished by the Council of
Nicea in the fourth century.
Now what you have there in the
second law is clearly a statement
that if one treats an animal’s life
just willfully, wantonly, and
takes it at will without this special safeguard, then his act is
equivalent to murder. And that
law, as you know, is developed
in the rest of the Torah as well.

even ritual, as we discussed, embodies ethics, in terms of the relationship to one’s fellow human
being. Can you imagine coming up to a homeless person who
can be found squatting in the
shopping mall of every neighborhood, and telling that person, “You know, I feel great love
for you” instead of actually contributing a good sized coin to his
welfare as you pass him by? One
needs to fulfill the law through
action. If this is legalism—I’m
guilty of it and so is the Torah.
Shabbat Shalom: How has
Torah made a difference in your
life and family?

According to the
rabbis, a person
should be able to
recite 100 prescribed
blessings per day. In
other words, each
person has a hundred
reasons each day to be
thankful to God.

Shabbat Shalom: It’s also echoed in Acts 15, where the
Jerusalem Council established
that as a requirement for Gentile Christians, not just Jewish
Christians.
Law is often regarded by
modern people in a negative
light and they often equate law
with legalism in the context of
religion. How can people who
value Torah, whether they are
Jewish or Christian, answer the
charge that they are legalistic?

Milgrom: In personal terms,
the Torah is the anchor. It gives
stability to our life because its
laws involve rituals and ethics.
Both are combined and pervade
the daily life and elevate it. According to the rabbis, a person
should be able to recite 100 prescribed blessings per day. In
other words, each person has a
hundred reasons each day to be
thankful to God. So if that’s the
case regardless of material or
physical circumstances, then life
can’t be all that bad.

Milgrom: Well, I think, you
and I have been doing it. The
fact is that the so-called legalism
of the Torah involves ethics, and

*
This interview was conducted by
Roy E. Gane, Ph.D., assistant professor of Hebrew Bible and ancient Near
Eastern languages, Andrews University.
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Dr. Roberto D. Badenas
FPO

S

habbat
Shalom 1 :
What is the value and
the authority of the
law of the Hebrew
Bible for you as a Christian in
general and a Seventh-day Adventist?

Badenas: It would be impossible for me to answer to the question for the “Christian in general”
because of their diversity. All
Christians do not recognize the
same functions for the law of the
Bible. Most Christians refuse to
grant any role to the law in regard
to salvation; yet they are willing
to give some place to the law in
ethics. Some especially underline
its “negative” aspects as texts

Is the antique Torah of Moses still valid for the
modern Christian? Professor Roberto
Badenas, specialist on the law in Paul,
challenges traditional clichés.

which judge and condemn, while
others bring out its “positive” aspects as an expression of God’s will
towards us. According to a classic formula, the law is considered
as “abolished” in its ceremonial
content but always valid in its
moral content.
Personally, as an Adventist, I
think that the law of God still
plays a role in the believer’s life.
But its reality is too complex, and
we should not reduce it to one
or the other of its dimensions lest
we fall into a simplistic reductionism.
Shabbat Shalom: Is the law of
Moses still relevant for a Christian?

Roberto D. Badenas was born in 1943 at Liria (Spain). After
specialized philological studies in Spain, he devoted his research to theology and obtained a Ph.D. in biblical studies at Andrews University.
His well known dissertation on Romans 10:4 was published by the
Journal for the Study of New Testament (Supplement Series, vol. 10,
1985) entitled Christ: The End of the Law. He presently teaches at the
Faculté Adventist de Théologie (France) where he functions also as the
dean of the Religion Department. He writes extensively and participates in biblical research with a European group of scholars.
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Badenas: The temporary character of many laws of the
Pentateuch is recognized even in
Judaism: all the laws related to
the sacrifices have lost their actuality after the destruction of the
temple.
We must, however, remember
that the notion of Torah does not
always cover the same reality in
the texts of the Bible. The word
Torah does not just designate a
code of precepts. It essentially
concerns principles of behavior,
the direction to take, the way to
walk (it is often associated with
the verb “to walk”). It expresses
the will of God towards His
people. The content of the Torah reaches its full meaning
within the covenant. Then, beyond the ancient prescriptions
which are conditional by the sociocultural milieu of Ancient Israel, there are always ethical principles which have an eternal value
and are absolutely relevant for
everyone.
Shabbat Shalom: It has been
said that it is the attitude towards
the law that makes the essential

difference between Christianity
and Judaism. What do you think?
The essential difference towards the law is due to different
messianic perspectives and to different views of salvation. The
question is whether the obedience
to the law is the condition for
salvation or rather the consequence of a salvation which is already ensured.
Having said that, it seems to
me unjust and false to identify Judaism with legalism. We have, by
the way, much to learn from the
Jewish wisdom on that matter.
For instance, the importance of
the notion of election and of belonging to the chosen people
seems to me interesting, because

The gift of the law is
enrooted in the gift of
grace. Actually, law
is already a
manifestation of
grace in that it aims
at the good of men
and women since it
stems from the
goodness of God.
it implies a sense of responsibility which contains very positive
values. Put in that perspective,
ethics express then faithfulness to
God through the obedience to
the law.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you
understand the tension between
law and grace (or faith) from a
Christian point of view?
Badenas: My formulation of
the problem is somewhat close to
that of the Protestant theologian
Karl Barth. I, indeed, think that

grace precedes law and that law
is not ontologically opposed to
the gospel. The opposition between law and gospel rather
seems to be functional. Law per
se is not opposed to faith; on the
contrary, law implies faith. Law
belongs to the order of promise
and, therefore, receives its value
from it. The gift of the law is
enrooted in the gift of grace.
Actually, law is already a manifestation of grace in that it aims
at the good of men and women
since it stems from the goodness
of God.
If we take into consideration
the fact that the gift of the law is
defined as liberating (the expression “I brought you out of the
land of Egypt” is a real leitmotiv
in the Pentateuch), we cannot see
the law as enslaving, for it
strengthens the liberation of Israel. The law helps man to remain morally free.
Shabbat Shalom: Is the Apostle
Paul really against the law?
Badenas: I do not think that
Paul is against the law, but rather
against a certain conception of the
law. It seems that for a time in
Israel there was a change in the
conception of the role of law in
covenant. From a situation where
the obedience to the law was the
consequence of covenant, it has
shifted to a situation where the
obedience to the law was almost
the condition of covenant. This
reversing of the law of covenant
into a covenant of law (according
to Gerard Siegwalt’s formula)
seems to have been a fact accompli
already in the New Testament
times for some people in Israel.
It is against legalism, a certain
view of law and the formalist mentality that it leads to, that Paul
fights. He sees there the danger
of a religion of self-righteousness,
a religion of works.
Shabbat Shalom: Did Jesus really abolish the law?

Badenas: Jesus started his ministry stating that he did not intend to abolish the law, but to
fulfill it (Matthew 5:17-20). The
eschatological salvation which is
taught by the Hebrew prophets
and the New Testament does not
imply the cancelation of the Torah, but its dynamic presence.
The fulfillment of the law is announced and never its
cancelation. According to the
prophetic views, the law is not
abolished but fulfilled, for it is always a part of the future welfare
of the believer: “I will put My law
in their minds, and write it on
their hearts”2 (Jeremiah 31:3134; cf. Ezekiel 34:25-27; 36:2527; 37:26-28). The law is not a
parenthesis on the way of salvation. It is integrated with the last
status of the redeemed mankind:
“Here is the patience of the

We cannot see the
law as enslaving, for
it strengthens the
liberation of Israel.
The law helps man to
remain morally free.
saints; here are those who keep
the commandments of God and
the faith of Jesus” (Revelation
14:12).
Like the ancient prophets,
Jesus does not preach a change of
the law but an inner and radical
transformation of the children of
God so that they may be able to
fulfill God’s will (Matthew 5:18,
Luke 16:17). What he aims at is
not a new law but a new attitude.
The prophets and Jesus have the
same requirement, the obedience
to the law, and the same promise, God will act in such a way
that He will make this obedience
possible. Salvation consists,
among other things, in being able
to finally realize fully God’s will.
April 1996 / SHABBAT SHALOM
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According to some interpreters of Paul, Jesus would have
ended the law. On the basis of
some bold statements by the
Apostle which they present as his
final word on that matter, they
think that they can eliminate the
law from the Christian life: “You
are not under law but under
grace” (Romans 6:14), “For
Christ is the end of the law” (Romans 10:4), “But now the righteousness of God apart from the
law is revealed” (Romans 3:21),
etc. But the reality is much
more complex. Indeed such an
interpretation obliges the reading of these texts out of their
context. I think the key to understanding Paul lies in the distinction he makes between salvation and ethics. As God’s will
towards mankind, the law remains “holy, and the commandment holy and just and good”
(Romans 7:12). But it is obvious that the law is unable to save
men and women from sin. This
role belongs entirely to the divine grace. Thus the regime of
the law is replaced by the work

Like the ancient
prophets, Jesus does
not preach a change
of the law but an
inner and radical
transformation of the
children of God so
that they may be able
to fulfill God’s will.
of God. “For what the law could
not do in that is was weak
through the flesh, God did” (Romans 8:1-3). Paul displays then
two attitudes towards the law: a
rejection and an acceptation. A
critique against those who view
law as a condition for salvation,

and a valorization of its role as
God’s will for mankind. For
Paul, the law remains an unavoidable reference. Thus Paul
does not refuse the law nor Israel. He wants, on the contrary,
to be faithful to both, thereby
reaching the original meaning of
the former and the ultimate mission of the latter.
Shabbat Shalom: What are the
elements of the law of Moses that
are still relevant to you?
Badenas: In the Torah there are
pedagogic and cultic elements
which are temporary and transitory and elements with a permanent value that we must discover
and carefully preserve.
I think that the first element
that makes the Torah relevant for
the believer is the fact that it is
a gift from the divine grace. Its
first role is to give God’s people
a structure allowing them to live
within the covenant and in the
freedom of love. Everyone recognizes the ethical values of the
Torah. The Christian reservations toward the law stem often
from the concern not to fall into
legalism or to compromise the
graciousness of righteousness by
faith. Some say that Christ has
replaced the law; others say that
the presence of the Holy Spirit
in the life of the believer makes
the law irrelevant or at least transcends the order of the law.
But the human being, even
when he/she is converted—because he/she remains a sinner—
needs to submit him/herself to
an absolute ethics. Who better
than God can guarantee through
His laws the cohesion of the
group and the moral standards
of everyone? We cannot, however, agree with those who think
that the obedience to the law
means rewarding works.
As divine ideal for human ethics, in a life guided by the Spirit,
the law can function as an objective reference, and even as an in-
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strument of sanctification and of
real liberty.
Shabbat Shalom: Now a personal question to conclude.
What has the law of the Bible
taught you in your personal and
daily life?
Badenas: I have learned from
the Bible that the purpose of the
law is to reveal love. It is only

I have learned from
the Bible that the
purpose of the law is
to reveal love. It is
only through respect
for others that men
and women can find
the adequate
framework—and the
space of necessary
freedom—for a
quality of
interpersonal
relations which God
wants and which we
need.
through respect for others that
men and women can find the adequate framework—and the
space of necessary freedom—for
a quality of interpersonal relations which God wants and
which we need.
1

This interview was conducted by
Richard Elofer, pastor of the Seventhday Adventist community in Strasbourg
(France) and associate editor of
L’Olivier.
2
All biblical quotations are from the
New King James Version.

Hebrew Scriptures

The Law of Liberty
Jacques B. Doukhan, D.H.L., Th.D.

What is the value and the authority of the ancient law of Moses for the
modern man, Jewish or Christian?

W

e do not understand the nature of law in the
Bible if we reduce it
to a chore which alienates human
beings and deprives them of their
freedom. This truth is affirmed in
the Bible from the start.
The first steps of Adam just
created from dust, as well as the
first steps of the people of Israel
just liberated from Egypt, are engaged on the rhythm of the law
(Genesis 2:4, 16; Exodus 20). In
the tradition of Israel, the law is
in fact associated with liberty.
On the text of Exodus (32:16)
which tells that the law has been
“engraved,” haruth, an old interpretation recommends: “do not
read haruth (engraved) but heruth
(liberty).” Through this play on
words, the ancient sages related
the law to liberty. The apostle
James in the New Testament will
echo this association (James 1:25;
2:12).
Biblical law is thus different
than human law. It was determined by God to serve human beings and help them to find their
real identity and to blossom fully.
The law of Israel was then conceived in a universal perspective
and therefore designed to be always
relevant.

A Different Law
Indeed, God did not want to
speak His own language. According to the ancient rabbis, the Torah although coming from heaven
is not in heaven. It speaks a human language. It is, therefore, expected that biblical laws share common points with the laws of their
neighbors. The Babylonian Code
of Hammurabi of the 18th century

Contrary to the other
societies of the
ancient Middle East
(especially in Babylon
and in Egypt), the
Bible does not know
a privileged class
which would escape
the rigor of the law.
(B.C.E.) and the Hittite laws of the
15th century (B.C.E.), to mention
only a few, often deal with the same
topics, and most of them are written in the same casuistic (case-law)
style which characterizes a good
number of biblical laws. For a long

time, critical scholars have underlined this connection and deduced
from it the dependence of Israel on
her cultural environment. More
recent research in that domain,
however, has showed many surprising differences between the two
systems of laws.
The first important difference
concerns the biblical emphasis on
the value of the human person over
objects and society. In Babylon the
death penalty is required for some
thefts, while the Bible requires only
a financial compensation. In Israel human life prevails over material values. Also in the Israelite society, the law is the same for everyone. Contrary to the other societies of the ancient Middle East (especially in Babylon and in Egypt),
the Bible does not know a privileged class which would escape the
rigor of the law.
Biblical laws differ from the
other laws in that they always refer
to God. While in the Middle Eastern legal documents the reference
to God is rare and formal, generally in the introduction and sometimes in the conclusion, biblical
laws are imbued with this reference
which is used as a leitmotif
throughout the text: “for I am your
God.” The law is here understood
as the manifestation of the covApril 1996 / SHABBAT SHALOM
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Throughout the
Scriptures looms the
hope of one day
seeing all peoples
walk and vibrate as
one with Israel
under the same law
(Malachi 4:1, 2).
more striking as the legal literature
of the ancient Near East is dominated by casuistic laws. The commandment “thou shalt not kill” or
“thou shall not commit adultery”
falls absolute and sharp. It is
enough that it comes from above
to be taken seriously. This is the
particular style of the Decalogue.
The law of God is not justified on
the basis of a logical process: only
the experience of obedience will allow us to check its rightness. In
casuistic law, we know why the law
is right before having experienced
it; while in the apodictic law, we
know it afterwards. Israel’s response to the gift of the law accounts for this approach: “we shall
do, then we shall understand”
(Exodus 19:8, literal translation).
The law of Israel is thus different from all the others for it implies a dimension that is absent
elsewhere: the Jew obeys the law
by faith.
A Universal Law
Essentially focusing on the human person and stemming from

ter the creation of the animals of
God, the biblical law is laden with
the earth (Leviticus 11:2-8; cf.
a universal message. The law conGenesis 1:24-25), the creation of
cerns all men and women and not
man is related successively to that
only Israel. It is true that in Jewof the animals of water (Leviticus
ish tradition we have two types of
11:9-12; cf. Genesis 1:26a), that of
laws, those which apply to the nathe animals of the air (Leviticus
tions (Noachic laws) and those
11:13-23; cf. Genesis 1:26b), and
which oblige only the Israelites.
that of the animals of the earth and
Nonetheless, throughout the Scripof the reptiles (Leviticus 11:24-43;
tures looms the hope of one day
cf. Genesis 1:26c). Lastly, in
seeing all peoples walk and vibrate
Leviticus 11 as in Genesis 1:24-26,
as one with Israel under the same
the relation between humans and
law (Malachi 4:1, 2). One of the
animals has its counterpart in the
most eloquent signs of the univerrelation between humans and God.
sal invitation of this law is its refIn Genesis 1:20, the duty of domierence to creation. It is notewornation over the animals is associthy in the decalogue where the
ated with the fact that humans are
Shabbat, memorial of creation, is
created in the image of God.
situated in its geometric and theLikewise in Leviticus 11, the duty
matic center (see table, p. 14), that
to distinguish between clean and
is, the very place where the seal was
unclean meats is associated with
put in ancient covenant docuthe fact that human holiness rements. This position of the
flects divine holiness: “you shall
Shabbat suggests that the awareness
be holy; for I am holy” (Leviticus
of God as the Creator lies in the
11:44, 451).
heart of the Ten Commandments
which also echo
the ten words of
creation (see the
ten “He said” of
God in Genesis
1).
Likewise, the
dietary laws of kosher which distinguish between
clean and unclean
meats remind of
Genesis 1. Indeed, the language of Leviticus
11 which records
these laws uses
the same technical words and stylistic expressions
(beasts of the
earth, creeping
animals, after its
kind, etc.). Furthermore, the
listing of the animals follows the
same sequence as
in Genesis 1:24The Gebel Musa (Mount of Moses)
26 (the sixth day
According to tradition, Moses received the law in this
of creation). Afenvironment.
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(Picture by P. David Merling)

enant with God (Hosea 8:1). It is
the very place of religious life. The
law is not perceived as the result of
a human consultation. The law is
instead received as a gift, a revelation from above. The importance
in the Bible of the so-called
“apodictic” laws, that is, laws which
are absolutely normative, is significant. Biblical law speaks with authority, and this language is all the

A Law Still Relevant
Because they are related to creation, the religious and moral laws
of the Decalogue, as well as the
dietary laws of Kasheruth, are universal and therefore still relevant
to any human being. The socalled ceremonial laws which are

The law of Israel
knows then two laws,
an absolute and
universal law, and a
relative law which
depends on times and
circumstances.
related to the temple and the sacrifices were bound to disappear
with it. As for the circumstantial
laws which are mostly casuistic,
they were also bound to lose their
normative character as soon as the
“circumstances” that generated
them did not exist anymore. This
is, for instance, the case for the
laws concerning the slaves, the
way to dress, to till the land, to
organize and administer the city.
These two last categories of laws
(ceremonial and circumstantial)
were not designed to be observed
forever. On the other hand, the
Decalogue and the dietary laws do
not belong to the ceremonial laws
or to the circumstantial laws.
These laws have nothing to do
with the sacrifices. This is obvious in regard to the Decalogue,
and this is implied in the laws of
clean meats which are given for
eating purposes (see for instance,
the fish). Also the Decalogue like
the Kasheruth laws does not belong to the circumstantial laws because these depend on the event
of creation, the impact of which
is universal and always relevant.
If the universal character of
these two series of laws
(Decalogue and Kasheruth) is intended through their reference to

creation, the absence of this reference in other laws does not
mean, however, that they are no
more normative. In fact, any law
that is neither ceremonial nor circumstantial maintains its status as
an absolute law. This is the case
for the laws of sexuality, of hygiene, relations with neighbors,
etc; most of these laws extend and
explicate the laws already contained in the Decalogue. The law
of Israel knows then two laws, an
absolute and universal law, and a
relative law which depends on
times and circumstances. This
distinction is found again in the
New Testament, where texts
which speak about the abolition
of the law are balanced with many
other texts that exalt it. Not that
these texts contradict each other;
they, in fact, speak about two different laws. If the early Christians
who were religious Jews were led
to cancel the laws of sacrifices because they referred to the Messiah,
they never questioned the law of
the Decalogue of which Yeshua

Spirituality is bound
to the ethical
requirement which
curves the will and
forges the being
according to the
imperatives from
above.
had even deepened and extended
its application. It is the same for
the dietary laws of Kasheruth
which are alluded to in the apostolic recommendations “to abstain . . . from things strangled
and from blood” (Acts 15:20; cf.
Leviticus 17:14). From these observations, it follows that the principle of law in religious life remains valid for the Christian as
well as for the Jew.

A Law from God
The law is different, universal,
and always relevant because it is the
very expression of God’s character.
It starts there. This is why the
Decalogue begins with “I am the
Lord your God” (Exodus 20:2).
All the commandments find their

The religion of the
prophets concerns the
life of human beings
in the warm flesh of
their existence and
their acts.
raison d’être there.
According to Rashi, the Ten
Commandments were said in one
divine word. The lesson thereby
taught is that the commandments
derive from the same source and
are laid on the same principle. The
ethical laws “you shall not murder,”
etc., are proclaimed in the same
breath as the religious laws, “you
shall have no other gods before
me,” etc. Ancient Jewish tradition
even correlates the ethical laws of
the second part of the Decalogue
to the religious laws of the first part
of the Decalogue: “Murder is
equivalent to an injury to God. For
man is in the image of God; apostasy is equivalent to adultery; stealing leads to a false oath; the Sabbath breaker is equivalent to the
one who covets his fellow’s wife,
etc.”
In the Bible, the relation with
God is not of a mystical order, a
kind of ecstasy which would bring
the human person out of reality.
On the contrary, the religion of the
prophets concerns the life of human beings in the warm flesh of
their existence and their acts. Spirituality is bound to the ethical requirement which curves the will
and forges the being according to
the imperatives from above. And
there is then more than a discipline. The law is a gift from God,
April 1996 / SHABBAT SHALOM
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Words
67

God

1st Cdt (v. 3)

no other God

2nd Cdt (vv. 4-6)

no carved images

3rd Cdt (v. 7)

no name of God taken in
vain

A 4th Cdt (vv. 8-11) “Remember the Sabbath
day, to keep it holy;
B

“six days you shall labor
and do all your work, but
the seventh day is the
Sabbath of the Lord your
God.

C

“In it you shall do no
work: you, nor your son,
nor your daughter, nor
your manservant, nor your
maidservant, nor your
cattle, nor your stranger
who is within your gates.

B1

“For in six days the Lord
made the heavens and
earth, the sea, and all that
is in them and rested the
seventh day;

A1

“therefore the Lord
blessed the Sabbath day
and hallowed it” (NJV).

Words

Humanity

God

41

tion from God. We should obey
the law freely out of love for God
because we are loved and saved by
Him (see Exodus 19:4, 5; cf.
Psalms 119:41-45). Moreover, we
obey the law in order to fulfill our
destiny, to be really ourselves. The
goal of the law of God is the liberty of men and women.
This is the idea of the Jew, but
also the ideal of any person who
wants to live according to God and
with Him, for he/she has understood that she/he cannot live but
from Him.

Prologue (vv. 1, 2) “I am the Lord . . .”

55

The law is a gift from
God, an expression of
His love for
mankind, and is
therefore designed to
be lived here below as
an expression of our
love for God. The
prophet Jeremiah sees
the law written in
human hearts.

The Decalogue (Exodus 20:1-17)

Words

an expression of His love for mankind, and is therefore designed to
be lived here below as an expression of our love for God. The
prophet Jeremiah sees the law written in human hearts (Jeremiah
31:33). The psalmist sings of the
love and the delight of the law
(Psalms 119:92). Paul himself delights “in the law of God” (Romans
7:22). We should not obey the law
out of fear because we are afraid to
be punished, or out of interest in
order to gain the favor and salva-

Humanity

5th Cdt (v. 12)

honor your father and
mother

6th Cdt (v. 13)

no murder

7th Cdt (v. 14)

no adultery

8th Cdt (v. 15)

no stealing

9th Cdt (v. 16)

no false witness

10th Cdt (v. 17)

no coveting

1

All biblical quotations are from the
New King James Version unless otherwise
noted.
2
Mekh, Yitro 8.
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Roots

The Torah for Early Christians

Robert M. Johnston, Ph.D.
Professor of New Testament and Christian Origins

Did the early Christians reject the law? A careful
examination of the old texts witnessing to early
Christianity points in another direction.

T

he problem that many
thoughtful Jews have
with Christians is not
so much their belief
in Jesus as their apparent rejection of
the Torah.1 A return
to Christian beginnings, however, reveals not a rejection of the

law, but a very sensitively nuanced relationship to it.

His own finger, to Israel. Additionally, He caused Moses to deliver a great body of
laws (traditionally 613
in number) to the nation. Philo, the Jewish philosopher of Alexandria, regarded the
Ten as summaries of the 613.2
But it would be more appropri-

A return to Christian beginnings, . . .
reveals not a rejection of the law, but a
very sensitively nuanced relationship to it.
At Sinai the Lord gave the Ten
Commandments, written with
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“Think not that I have come to abolish the law
and the prophets; I have come not to abolish
them but to fulfil them. For truly, I say to you,
till heaven and earth pass away, not a yod, not
a corner of a tav, will pass from the law until
all is accomplished. Whoever then relaxes one
of the least of these commandments and teaches
men so, shall be called least in the kingdom of
Heaven; but he who does them and teaches
them shall be called great in the kingdom of
Heaven” (Matthew 5:17-19).
ate to regard the 613 as contextual applications of the great
moral principles embodied in the
Ten.3
Around the time of Yeshua,
several rabbis were trying to formulate summaries and simplifications of the Torah. The most
famous attempt is that of Hillel
the Elder, who said it can all be
summed up in the “silver rule”:
“Do not to others what you do
not want them to do to you. All
the rest,” he said, “is commentary on that.”
The 613 laws are of various
kinds. Some are case laws
(mishpatim) describing offenses
and prescribing punishments.
Others are apodictic laws (“thou
shalt” or “thou shalt not”) dealing with hygiene, ritual purity,
worship, or ethics. The later
prophets made a distinction between ritual and ethics, affirming the primary importance of
the latter. Thus in Hosea 6:6
(RSV) the Lord declares: “I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God,
rather than burnt offerings” (cf.
Micah 6:6-8, Isaiah 1:12-17,
Psalm 40:6, etc.).
Even as the 613 laws of Moses
were designed to interpret and
contextually apply the Ten Commandments, at the time of

Yeshua the Pharisaic scholars
were generating hundreds of oral
laws intended to interpret and
apply the 613, thus “making a
fence around the Torah”
(Mishnah Aboth 1:1). Other Jewish parties (such as the Sadducees
and Essenes) rejected this oral
law. In their eyes much of it
tended to vitiate the written law.
In fact, some of this tradition was
intended to make obedience
much easier. Thus the provision
of the prozbul (Mishnah Shebiith
10:4) effectively nullified the law
of the Seventh Year in
Deuteronomy 15:2. But other
scribal laws made obedience
complicated and burdensome, as
in the case of many of the Sabbath regulations.
Against this backdrop Yeshua
appeared on the stage. His rela-

Thus Yeshua really
intensified the law
and opposed those
who in any way
relaxed it.
tion to the Torah was essentially
an extension of the attitude of the
prophets, but with important
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nuances. His basic teaching on
the subject is laid down in the
Sermon on the Mount (see Matthew 5-7), a compendium of his
teachings that early Christians
regarded as the foundational
statement of how they should
live, the quintessential Christian
halakah.4 Yeshua begins by flatly
declaring:
Think not that I
have come to abolish
the law and the
prophets; I have come
not to abolish them
but to fulfil them. For
truly, I say to you, till
heaven and earth pass
away, not a yod, not a
corner of a tav, will
pass from the law until all is accomplished.
Whoever then relaxes
one of the least of
these commandments
and teaches men so,
shall be called least in
the kingdom of
Heaven; but he who
does them and teaches
them shall be called
great in the kingdom
of Heaven. (Matthew
5:17-19, adapted
from RSV)
He immediately adds, “For I
tell you, unless your righteousness
exceeds that of the scribes and
Pharisees, you will never enter the
kingdom of Heaven” (verse 20).
Yeshua saw serious problems
with the oral law. While it may
have been originally intended to
be a “fence” around the Torah, he
saw that it very often supplanted
it. Thus the rule of Corban (see
Mishnah Nedarim) was being invoked in such a way as to violate
the spirit of the fifth commandment of the Decalogue, “Honor
your father and your mother”
(see the discussion in Mark 7:113, Matthew 15:1-9). Furthermore he decried the emphasis on
external behavior that masked in-

ner corruption (Mark 7:14-23).
Yeshua’s emphasis on the importance of inner righteousness
and his scathing denunciation of
hypocrisy finds expression in the
Sermon on the Mount in the form
of a series of antitheses between
his interpretation of the law and
the oral tradition of the Pharisees

The true function of
the law, therefore, is
to place a moral
yardstick alongside a
person and make him
conscious of his
shortcomings, so that
he might return to
God and seek healing.
(Matthew 5:21-48). In fact, some
of the antitheses sound like an attack on the written Torah, such as
the law of “an eye for an eye and a
tooth for a tooth” (Exodus 21:34,
Leviticus 24:20, etc.). But Yeshua
introduces each antithesis with
some variation of the words, “You
have heard that it was said . . .”
When he introduced Scripture, he
used the formula, “It is written
that . . .” He was therefore not
opposing the written law itself,
but the traditional interpretation
of it. In the case of the lex talionis,
the oral tradition had misapplied
a rule of jurisprudence and made
it a principle of personal ethics.
Originally it was a guide for magistrates with a force like our
maxim, “Let the punishment fit
the crime.”
Yeshua insists that one can be
a murderer or adulterer in
thought: hatred is wishing harm
upon another and lust is having
mental sex with someone who is
not your wife. The only thing
that keeps hatred or lust from becoming the physical act is lack of

opportunity or fear of temporal
consequences, and it is murder
and adultery in God’s sight.
(This insight, of course, did not
lessen the seriousness of literal
murder and adultery!) Thus
Yeshua really intensified the law
and opposed those who in any
way relaxed it.
However, for Yeshua, the law
was preeminently the Ten Commandments. They took precedence not only over the oral law
of the scholars, but even over the
613 laws of Moses. In the tradition of the prophets he taught
that ethics and righteous human
relations have priority over sacrifices (Matthew 5:23-26), and
the Lord’s original intention for
husband and wife in Eden overrules Mosaic accommodations to
human weakness in the divorce
law of Deuteronomy 24:1-4
(Mark 10:2-12, Matthew 19:39). When a young scholar came
asking what he should do to receive eternal life, Yeshua told him
to keep the Ten Commandments
(Mark 10:17-22; Matthew
19:16-22). But when Yeshua
wanted to summarize the Commandments (Matthew 22:35-

Another function of
the law is to make
known God’s will,
and God’s grace not
only forgives but
motivates and
empowers to obey.
40), he did so in terms of two
Mosaic precepts: Deuteronomy
6:5 (love God supremely) and
Leviticus 19:18 (love your neighbor as yourself ).
This insistence on the centrality of the Ten Commandments is
reflected throughout the New
Testament, including the writings of Paul. It is fair to say that

the New Testament makes far
more of the Decalogue than either the Old Testament or Pharisaic tradition does. But there is
a careful understanding of the
function of the law: it does not
save, it rather reveals why we
need salvation. When the rich
young scholar heard what Yeshua

This anti-law, antiJewish way of
thinking became
popular among
Christians in Rome
especially, and also in
Alexandria, from
which centers it
spread elsewhere.
had to say about keeping the Ten
Commandments, he responded
that he had always done so. But
Yeshua tested him, and it turned
out that he was in fact not obedient to the very first Commandment, for he had made another
god or an idol of his wealth.
This concept is prominent in
the writings of Paul: You cannot
depend on your keeping of the
law to save you, because you have
not kept it and your sinfulness
will keep you from keeping it. If
you break any of it you break it
all (a point taught also by several
rabbis). So the law condemns
you. It is God’s mercy that saves
you. (In making this point, Paul
sometimes used radical language
that was vulnerable to misunderstanding: see 2 Peter 3:15,16.)
This is the New Testament teaching of grace, freely offered to
those who repent and have faith.5
The true function of the law,
therefore, is to place a moral
yardstick alongside a person and
make him conscious of his shortcomings, so that he might return
April 1996 / SHABBAT SHALOM
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to God and seek healing. A mirror cannot make a dirty face
clean, but without it one might
not resort to soap and water!
Yet another function of the law
is to make known God’s will, and
God’s grace not only forgives but
motivates and empowers to obey.

They fail to see the
total teaching of the
New Testament,
according to which
faith and works are
like right foot and left
foot, and the
complementarity of
law and grace.
Just as the Ten Commandments
are prefaced by a recollection of
God’s gracious benefactions (Exodus 20:2), so that keeping His
commandments is a response to
grace, not a prepayment for it, even
so a Christian’s obedience to God’s
law is a response to God’s grace,
supremely shown in what He did
for us in Christ, and not a precondition for receiving that grace. The
believer does not work toward salvation, he works from it.
History saw two negative responses to this early Christian
teaching, one Jewish and one
“Christian.” The Christian insistence upon the preeminence of
the Ten Commandments provoked the Pharisaic Judaism
which became normative to
downplay the Decalogue vis-à-vis
the rest of the Torah. It had been
part of the temple liturgy, included in the recitation of the
Shema, and enclosed in the
tefillin and the mezuzoth. But
now they were dropped from
these things, says the Talmud,
“because of the insinuations of
the heretics, who say that only

these are from God.”6
The second distortion arose on
the Christian side in the form of
Gnosticism. The Gnostics were
typically antinomian: they believed the law is an evil that enslaves. Furthermore they were
anti-Jewish, and following the
Bar Cochba rebellion (135 C.E.)
they worked to distance Christianity from Judaism in every way
possible. The Gnostic guru
Marcion repudiated the Old Testament, the Jewish people, and
even the Lord, the God of the
Old Testament whom the
Gnostics regarded as a weak, inferior god.
This anti-law, anti-Jewish way
of thinking became popular
among Christians in Rome especially, and also in Alexandria,
from which centers it spread elsewhere. The purveyors of these
ideas mistakenly thought that they
found support in some of the
more unguarded statements of
Paul in Galatians, Romans and
some other places. But in fact
they profoundly misunderstood
Paul and the rest of the New Testament writers. Pretending to intellectualism and sophistication,
Gnostics scorned anything literal
or physical, anything material or
“external,” as though the inner
person can dispense with the
outer. Hence they denied the Incarnation and derided the law.
But Gnostic thought does not
resonate with Jesus or the New
Testament. In fact, some of the
later writings of the New Testament firmly oppose it (cf. 1 Timothy, 1 John 4, 2 Peter 3, Jude).
Such misunderstanding still
rears its head in certain Christian
circles, unfortunately. These
circles read Paul’s attack on the
misuse of the law and see an attack on the law itself. They fail
to see the total teaching of the
New Testament, according to
which faith and works are like
right foot and left foot, and the
complementarity of law and grace.
The New Testament has much to
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teach such circles, if they will take
it up and read; it likewise has
much to teach serious Jews.
1
See, for example, the observation
made by Michael Wyschogrod, cited in
Jacques Doukhan, “The Two Witnesses,” Shabbat Shalom, August 1995,
p. 18.
2
See his tractates, De Decalogo and
De Specialibus Legibus.
3
Notice, for example, how many of
the mishpatim were generated. The Ten
Commandments are in “apodictic”
form—imperatives that do not specify
the punishment for disobedience. They
define sin. But they have corresponding laws that describe an offense and
prescribe a punishment (the “casuistic”
form), thus making a sin into a crime.
In Leviticus 24:10-23 we read the case
of a man who blasphemed the Name.
The people knew that blaspheming the
Name was wrong, because one of the
Ten Commandments forbade taking the
Lord’s Name in vain, but they did not
know what should be done to someone
who did it. The Lord through Moses
gave them a law that prescribed death
by stoning (verses 15, 16). Clearly the
commandment in the Decalogue preceded the mishpat that was based on it
and applied it. Likewise all of the 613
are logically secondary and the Ten
Commandments are primary.
4
The best known version of the Sermon on the Mount is in Matthew 5-7,
but comparison with Luke 6 and other
Lucan parallels shows that Matthew has
inserted into the basic framework of
Jesus’s sermon other sayings that he uttered on other occasions. We may use
the expression “Sermon on the Mount”
as a description of all that early Christianity regarded as Jesus’s core teachings.
This collection of his instruction is alluded to throughout the New Testament
and other early Christian literature. The
letter of James is virtually a commentary on it. The early church manual
called the Didache begins with instruction for new believers based on the Sermon on the Mount and the Ten Commandments.
5
This teaching of God’s grace for the
penitent and contrite soul is in the tradition of the prophets (cf., for example,
Isaiah 57:15-18).
6
It is interesting to observe that in
the Midrash Rabbah in the commentary
on Exodus and on Deuteronomy, in the
places where one might expect to find
comments on the Decalogue, the Ten
Commandments are rather completely
passed over in silence, a conspicuous
lacuna!

Rebirth of a Covenant
Jacques B. Doukhan, D.H.L., Th.D.

Does “New Covenant” imply a new law or no law at all?

O

nly Jeremiah in
the Old Testament uses the
words “ne w covenant” (Jeremiah 31:31). A long
and tragic story was fast approaching its climax; the
prophet was in a state of expectancy, looking longingly toward
a new beginning, a new creation.
His preoccupation was apparent
in his language. Significantly,
the word bereshith (“in the beginning”), a technical term related to the story of Creation, is
also found only in the book of
Jeremiah (see chapters 26:1;
27:1; 49:34). By invoking
memories of the Genesis account, the prophet expressed his
great desire for a new world.
Against this backdrop, Jeremiah
developed his theology of a New
Covenant.
The apostle Paul quotes
Jeremiah 31:31-33 to explain
what he considered to be the essence of Christianity (see Hebrews 8:10). It seems apparent
that Jesus also referred to this
text during the last supper (see
Luke 22:20). Without question,
the first Christians used

Jeremiah’s reference to a New
Covenant to establish a definition of what they really were.
We now must discover what was

The law written in
people’s hearts
becomes much more
demanding than the
law written in stone.
When the law is
internalized, the
whole person is
involved, including
the most intimate
motivations—even
the subconscious.
understood by this “new covenant.” The traditional Christian concept is that a “new covenant” was to abolish the ancient
one and install a new religious
economy. “There was . . . an

abrogation of all that constituted
the specificity of Judaism,”
wrote Father Vincent. “That is
what Christianity teaches: Jesus
Christ abolished the Law.”1
Same Law
Yet the passage from
Jeremiah, which the apostle Paul
quotes in full, says just the contrary: “Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will
make a new covenant with the
house of Israel and the house of
Judah, . . . this is the covenant
which I will make with the
house of Israel after those days,
says the Lord: I will put my law
within them, and I will write it
upon their hearts; and I will be
their God, and they shall be my
people” (Jeremiah 31:31-33). 2
The words “I will write it”
are, of course, a direct allusion
to the Decalogue, the only document that God wrote with His
own hand. Verse 32 implied this
when referring to the covenant
made at Sinai with the fathers
after the departure from Egypt.
The law, says God, that I wrote
on tables (Exodus 34:1) will
henceforth be written in your
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heart. Then follows the formula
that the Old Testament uses systematically to reinforce the covenant and insure its success: “I
will be their God, and they shall
be my people” (Jeremiah 31:33;
cf. Jeremiah 30:22; 31:1).
The Ne w Covenant that
Jeremiah foresees, far from abolishing the old, on the contrary,
actually extends it. The imagery suggested by the prophet’s
language clearly teaches this.
The law until then appeared to
the Israelite to be something
outside him; now it was to be
within—in his heart—to be an
integral part of the most intimate secrets of his being. The
law now was to be assimilated,
lived, accepted from within; its
inner motivating power would
supersede outward character of
constraint. This experience was
to be personal, direct, existential. In this light one can understand what is said in the next
verse: “No longer shall each man
teach his neighbor and each his
brother, saying, ‘Know the
Lord,’ for they shall all know
me, from the least of them to the
greatest, says the Lord”
(Jeremiah 31:34).
The New Covenant is a deepening internalizing of the Old.
Jesus also understood it this
way. “Do not suppose that I
have come to abolish the Law
and the prophets; I did not come
to abolish [katalusai], but to
complete [pl r sai]. 3 I tell you
this: so long as heaven and earth
endure, not a letter, not a stroke,
will disappear from the Law until all that must happen has happened. If any man therefore sets
aside even the least of the Law’s
demands, and teaches others to
do the same, he will have the
lowest place in the kingdom of
Heaven, whereas anyone who
keeps the Law, and teaches others so, will stand high in the
kingdom of Heaven. I tell you,
unless you show yourselves far
better men than the Pharisees

and the doctors of the law, you
can never enter the kingdom of
Heaven” (Matthew 5:17-20,
NEB).
Do not stop at the halfway
point in your obedience of God,
said Jesus. Do not be satisfied
with a legalistic observance. Go
much further! And in the verses
that follow, Jesus takes up the
practical application of this attitude: “You have learned that
our forefathers were told, ‘Do
not commit murder; anyone
who commits murder must be
brought to judgement.’ But
what I tell you is this: Anyone
who nurses anger against his
brother must be brought to
judgement. If he abuses his
brother he must answer for it to
the court; if he sneers at him he

The New Covenant
that Jeremiah
foresees, far from
abolishing the old, on
the contrary, actually
extends it.
will have to answer for it in the
fires of hell [Gehenna]” (Matthew 5:21, 22 NEB).
“You have learned that they
were told, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But what I tell you is this:
If a man looks on a woman with
a lustful eye, he has already committed adultery with her in his
heart” (Matthew 5:27, 28 NEB).
The law written in people’s
hearts becomes much more demanding than the law written in
stone. When the law is internalized, the whole person is involved, including the most intimate motivations—even the
subconscious.
If the law is written in the
heart, in harmony with the terms
of the New Covenant, one will
not observe it unwillingly, as if
by outward, painful constraint.
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Christianity traditionally has
seen in Jesus a reformer bent on
abolishing the Jewish law. But
Jesus actually had no thought of
casting aside the commandments of God. 4
Not only was the law unchanged under the New Covenant, it called for a new spirit—
for a profound, authentic obedience—for even greater willingness and happy submission.
Paul understood it this way:
“But now we are discharged
from the law, dead to that which
held us captive, so that we serve
not under the old written code
but in the new life of the Spirit”
(Romans 7:6).
The examples of adultery and
covetousness chosen by the
apostle in Romans 7 (verses 3,
7) show that he was thinking of
the Decalogue. He then goes on
to explain the importance of the
law and the role it plays in the
redemptive process.
Thanks to this law, man is
provided with special discernment regarding good and evil.
By contact with the law, he can
know what is good and what is
evil and thus can become conscious of his guilt and of the
death sentence that hangs over
him.
Like a mirror (James 1:23-25)
that reflects one’s physical characteristics, the law is able to reflect one’s moral characteristics
and thus the destiny that awaits
lawbreakers.
With this awareness, and beset therefore by legitimate despair, a human being can only
then turn to God and ask for
mercy. God’s answer can be interpreted only as an act of unmerited salvation, a free gift of life.
The law of itself produces
death; but, in another sense, the
law brings life because it forces
one to recognize his insufficiency. The law drives the lost
one to cry to God for mercy and
grace.
The same thought pattern is

to be found at the end of Romans
7. Paul’s struggle to live in his
human strength according to
God’s law ended in total defeat,
as he says: “I see in my members
another law at war with the law
of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin which dwells
in my members. Wretched man

Christianity
traditionally has seen
in Jesus a reformer
bent on abolishing
the Jewish law. But
Jesus actually had no
thought of casting
aside the
commandments of
God.
that I am! Who will deliver me
from this body of death?” (Romans 7:23, 24).
This stark realization of defeat
became salutary because it permitted Paul to recognize his
need of the grace of God:
“Thanks be to God through
Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Romans
7:25). Just like a Greek tutor, a
servant assigned the task of taking the pupil to the master
teacher, the law’s function is to
lead the believer to the MessiahSavior (see Galatians 3:23, 24).
Far from suggesting the abrogation of the law, Paul demonstrates, on the contrary, the absolute necessity of the law. For
Paul, the law remains precious
and valid: “I delight in the law
of God, in my inmost self, . . .
So then, I of myself serve the law
of God with my mind” (Romans
7:22-25).
The apostle believes in a salvation that is freely bestowed.
His experience in striving for
peace and righteousness on his

own convinced him that salvation had to come from outside
his feeble efforts. Man cannot
save himself. But the good news
of the gospel tells the world that
God intervenes; He comes down
to save mankind. “You are . . .
under grace,” Paul cries out exultantly (Romans 6:14).
But could not this view of salvation possibly be dangerous? If
salvation is a free gift, if it comes
from God (Romans 3:24), it
must be sure. If my effort is futile and useless, I am free to do
as I please!
Not at all. In the preceding
chapter, as a sort of precaution
Paul anticipates such reasoning
in a tight presentation on grace
and the law: “What shall we say
then? Are we to continue in sin
that grace may abound? By no
means! . . . What then? Are we
to sin because we are not under
law but under grace? By no
means!” (Romans 6:1, 2, 15).
According to Paul, sin, which
he equates with disobedience to
the law (Romans 4:15), is much
less justifiable within the framework of the New Covenant experience. The difference is that
now submission and obedience
are by man’s converted will and
arise from the heart: “But thanks
be to God, that you who were
once slaves of sin have become
obedient from the heart to the
standard of teaching to which
you were committed” (Romans
6:17).
To summarize, Paul’s experience was in three phases:
1. The law given at Sinai in
the form of the Ten Commandments can evoke in the heart a
feeling of personal failure and
weakness, of sin and its condemnation. Eternal death becomes
a stark reality.
2. Such awareness is favorable
to the development of certain
psychological conditions. Only
when the human being understands that he is helpless in his

own power will he turn in desperation to his God. It is then
that salvation appears to him as
a free gift, not as something that
is due him.
3. This manifestation of
God’s love, far from becoming a
pretext for unfettered disobedience, conveys a divine impulse
to obey God. Henceforth one
who sees himself as the object of
God’s love will serve Him in a
new spirit—a spirit completely
rescued from the tensions of fear
and guilt or the desire to earn
one’s own salvation. Now a
peaceful assurance and an unbelievable gratitude prevail.
In other words, obedience to
the law is the expression of our
salvation and not the means by
which it is attained.
Evidently the apostle Paul applied these three principles in his
own life. Regarding the Sabbath, particularly, we find him
observing it regularly, in keeping with the manner outlined in
the law: “Paul as usual intro-

The New Covenant
was in no way an
evolution. On the
contrary, it was a
return to the sources,
to true repentance.
duced himself and for three consecutive sabbaths developed the
arguments from scripture for
them” (Acts 17:2, Jerusalem
Bible).
How could he have done otherwise? The Sabbath commandment is an integral part of the
law. In his defense of the law,
Paul does not leave the slightest
indication that the Christian religion relaxed the expectations of
the law. The apostle James, in a
passage devoted particularly to
the Ten Commandments, 5 gives
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this warning: “Whoever keeps
the whole law but fails in one
point has become guilty of all of
it” (James 2:10).
In any case, reasons the same
apostle, we are not to “judge the
law,” for “there is one lawgiver
and judge, he who is able to save
and to destroy” (James 4:11,
12).
Under the New Covenant, the
law remains. Only the attitude
of the believer
has changed.
No longer is he
a victim of or a
believer in the
efficacy of an
empty gesture—
an externalizing
of religion. His
service will grow
in depth, in
keeping with a
more intelligent,
self-authenticating obedience.
However, this
spiritual revolution, this life of
repentance, happens only when
one grasps in his heart the fact
that salvation is a free gift, an act
of love. When one understands
that one owes everything to
God, then the mentality of a
mercenary has been replaced by
the mentality of a son, resulting
in a psychological difference that
all can see (see Romans 8:1517). The mercenary obeys in
order to get something; the son
obeys because he already has it.
For the mercenary, the law is
external, like a government regulation that all must accept; for
the son, the law is within the
heart. He serves, not because of
a painful obligation, but as a loving response to God’s initiative.
Thus the Ne w Covenant
brings a deeper, truer obedience.
Such obedience, rather than
abolishing the law, establishes it.
Exclaimed the apostle Paul: “Do
we then otherthrow the law by
this faith? By no means! On the
contrary, we uphold the law”

(Romans 3:31).
The Two Laws
Yet the New Covenant, by the
very nature of the theology of
salvation that it implies, does result in the annulment of another
category of laws. These laws had
one purpose, and that was to announce symbolically the coming
of salvation. They were “a type
and shadow” of the “substance”

Paul emphasizes the inefficacy
of sacrifices that must be renewed unceasingly, because their
effect is temporary. His conclusion is clear. The law relating
to these sacrifices was to disappear and be replaced by a more
far-reaching sacrifice, the effect
of which would last forever: “He
abolishes the first in order to establish the second. And by that
will we have been sanctified
through the offering of the
body of Jesus
Christ once for
all” (Hebre ws
10:9, 10).
The law that
was abolished,
then, was the law
that related to
the sacrifices.
Paul says this
again in different
terms: “by abolishing in his
[Christ’s] flesh
the law of commandments and
ordinances” (Ephesians 2:15).
Therefore two very different
sets of laws existed in Israel: the
ceremonial law, with a transitory, relative character; and the
moral law, with an abiding validity, serving as an absolute
standard.
Thus, if in the writings of
Paul one gathers the impression
that at times the law is abolished
and, at other times, the law is
maintained, one is not to see a
contradiction, but rather the existence of two very distinct
laws. 6
In the Old Testament the Israelite well understood this distinction, since, on God’s orders,
the Decalogue (Ten Commandments) was to be placed in the
Ark, while the laws concerning
sacrifices were to be placed
alongside the Ark, 7 suggesting
thus a superiority of the first
over the second. Also the origin and the giving of these laws
revealed a difference:

“Nothing would be more futile than to try to
separate from Judaism the Gospel that Jesus
preached in the synagogues and in the temple.
The truth is that the Gospel and its entire
tradition are deeply rooted in Jewish tradition
and in the attempts at renovation and
purification which had been manifested for
almost two centuries in Palestine.”—Jules Isaac
(the Messiah) to come (see
Colossians 2:17; Hebrews 8:5;
10:1). They were destined,
therefore, to disappear with the
arrival of the promised Messiah.
Had not the prophet Daniel
predicted this development?
The death of the Messiah was to
cause sacrifices and offerings to
cease (see Daniel 9:27).
The apostle Paul explains
why: “For since the law has but
a shadow of good things to
come instead of the true form
of these realities, it can never,
by the same sacrifices which are
continually offered year after
year, make perfect those who
draw near. Otherwise, would
they not have ceased to be offered? If the worshipers had
once been cleansed, they would
no longer have any consciousness of sin. But in these sacrifices there is a reminder of sin
year after year. For it is impossible that the blood of bulls and
goats should take away sins”
(Hebrews 10:1-4).
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1. The Decalogue had been
written by God (Deuteronomy
10:4), while the ceremonial law
was outlined by Moses
(Deuteronomy 31:9, 24).
2. The Decalogue was graven
on tables of stone—an imperishable material (Deuteronomy
10:3), while the ceremonial law
had been written in a book—a
perishable material (Deuteronomy 31:24).
3. The Decalogue was entrusted by God
to Moses, who
himself placed
i t i n t h e a rk
(Deuteron-omy
10:5), while the
ceremonial law
was entrusted
by Moses to the
priests, who, in
turn, placed it
alongside the
ark (Deuteronomy 31:26).

The Ten Commandments of
the ancient law continued to
resound clearly with even
deeper requirements. The New
Covenant was in no way an
evolution. On the contrary, it
was a return to the sources, to
true repentance. 8 The covenant was to have a new birth;
the participants were to find
again the love of a betrothal
(cf. Hosea 2:16-20).

The ceremonial law, temporary and relative, was in contrast
with the law of the Ten Commandments, which was eternal
and absolute.
In spirit, therefore, nothing
has changed. The covenant
made in ancient times between
God and Israel was not canceled
in order to make place for a new
one. The same people, the same
God, the same provisions remain. But the time had come
for the set of laws concerning
sacrifices and offerings to be superseded by the event they had
announced for centuries.
At the same time and by virtue of that event, the relationship between the two partners of
the covenant was to be strengthened. On God’s level, love became more clearly manifest in
free, unconditional salvation.
On man’s level, worship took on
a new dimension: rather than
ritual performance, now heart
worship.

Jews and Christians
In fact, this renewal of the ancient covenant did not offend
pious Jews in the first century
C.E. Tradition and the Scriptures provided all the elements
necessary to adopt the views of
Paul the Pharisee without largescale reservations. The Essenes
and the Pharisees had no difficulty admitting the transient nature of ritual law as compared to
the moral law. They had been
asking for a spiritualization of
the sacrificial rites. And they
were widely listened to. The
only defenders of the Levitical
worship were the priests, or the
Sadducees, but they were a despised minority and without
credibility in Jewish society on
matters of religious dogma and
authority.
In any case, the future seemed
to justify the majority, since,
with the destruction of the
temple, Judaism was obliged to
adapt its worship forms to

changed circumstances. For instance, a prayer could correspond to the sacrifice of an animal. 9
It must be stated clearly:
original Christianity never
sought, under any pretense, to
bring into question traditional
Judaism. Whether it was the
identity of the Messiah in the
person of Yeshua of Nazareth or
the conception of the law as
structured in the
writings of Paul,
ever ything in
the so-called
ne w religion
seemed to fit
naturally into
the mold of tradition.
C l a u d e
Tr e s m o n t a n t
was right when
he lifted his
voice against the
serious misrepresentation of
the facts that Christian circles
too often accept and practice:
“Often in manuals and elsewhere, Christianity is presented
as a softening down of Judaism.
Christianity sets itself against Judaism as the religion of charity
and forgiveness versus that of
rigor and justice. Sometimes
Jesus and the God of the New
Testament are contrasted with
the God of Israel, with Yahweh
the God of battle, the God of the
Jews. Really this procedure
dates from Marcion. The same
violent contrast is to be found,
though set to a different music,
in the writings of Luther. The
Lutheran doctrine of the Jewish
law in opposition to ‘Christian
grace’ rests on a misunderstanding of what the Torah really is
in Judaism. . . . This opposition
between Judaism and Christianity, which has developed since
the theoreticians of dualism began their work and continued
through the so-called ‘deJudaization of Christianity’ by

It must be stated clearly: original Christianity
never sought, under any pretense, to bring into
question traditional Judaism. Whether it was
the identity of the Messiah in the person of
Yeshua of Nazareth or the conception of the
law as structured in the writings of Paul,
everything in the so-called new religion seemed
to fit naturally into the mold of tradition.
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the German theologians and
philosophers, is scientifically
false on a number of counts.” 10
Jules Isaac, in his outstanding
work Jesus and Israel, called the
attention of believers, whatever
their denomination, to the facts:
“Nothing would be more futile
than to try to separate from Judaism the Gospel that Jesus
preached in the synagogues and
in the temple. The truth is that
the Gospel and its entire tradition are deeply rooted in Jewish
tradition and in the attempts at
renovation and purification
which had been manifested for
almost two centuries in Palestine.” 11

1

I. Epstein, Le Judaïsme (Paris:
Payot, 1959), p. 74.
2
All biblical texts are from the Revised Standard Version unless noted
otherwise.
3
The Greek verb pl r sai is the opposite of katalusai, to unloose, to destroy, to overthrow; and it comes from
the root pl r s, full, which justifies Jules

Isaac’s translation, “to give fullness” (cf.
Jules Isaac, Jesus and Israel [New York:
1971], pp. 65, 66). The Today’s English Version brings out another nuance.
4
“The scribes and the Pharisees sit
on Moses’ seat,” affirmed Jesus, “so
practice and observe whatever they tell
you!” This he said to his disciples (Matthew 23:2, 3).
5
The examples chosen to illustrate
t h i s t h e s i s a re t a k e n f r o m t h e
Decalogue: “Thou shalt not commit
adultery . . . thou shalt not kill” (see
James 2:11).
6
The American Catholic theologian
Gregory Baum has been struck by this
seeming contradiction in the epistles of
Paul concerning the law. “One of the
most difficult theological notions in the
letters of St. Paul,” he tells us, “is that
of the Law. It is obscure and puzzling
because it seems to contain certain contradictions, attitudes opposed to one
another to such a degree that they apparently defy an attempt at reconciliation. On the one hand we hear that
the Law is good. . . . While quotations
from Paul confirming the holiness of
the Law could be multiplied, there exists also a sizeable set of passages which
manifest a negative evaluation of the
Law” (The Jews and the Gospel [London,
1961], p. 186).
7
C f. De u t e ro n o m y 1 0 : 1 - 5 a n d

31:25, 26. The first passage mentions
tablets of stone (cf. also Exodus 25:16;
40:20; and 1 Kings 8:9); the second, a
book. As it happens, it was a book
which was rediscovered in the Temple
some 900 years later in the time of King
Josiah (cf. 2 Chronicles 34:15, 31).
The book deposited at the side of the
ark dealt with the sacrifices. It is of
further interest that it was to those who
officiated at the sacrifices that the book
was entrusted (cf. Deuteronomy 31:9).
8
The Hebrew word Teshubah, which
translates the idea of repentance, literally means “a turning back.”
9
“What can be substituted for the
oxen which we used to offer unto Thee?
Our lips, with the prayer which we offer unto Thee” (Pesiqta 165b; cf. Hebrews 13:15).
10
L’enseignement de Ieschoua de
Nazareth (Paris: Seuil, 1970), pp. 137,
183. Cf. also F. Lovsky, La déchirure
de l’absence (Paris: Calmann-Levy,
1971).
11
Isaac, p. 74. On the Jewish side,
note especially the works of Sch. Ben
Chorin, Bruder Jesus: Der Nazarener in
jüdischer Sicht (München: Paul List
Verlag, 1967); David Flusser, Jesus
(Paris: Seuil, 1970); and other authors
such as Joseph Klausner, Salomon
Asch, R. Aron, etc.

Ancient Jewish Thoughts on Torah
“He who obeys a commandment which is prescribed
to him is greater than the one who obeys a commandment that is not prescribed to him” (Qiddushin, 31a).
“‘They camped in the wilderness.’ The Torah was
given publicly, in a place without owner. If it had been
given in the land of Israel, Israel would have been allowed
to say to the peoples of the earth: ‘You have no part in the
Torah.’ Therefore the Torah was given publicly, in a place
without owner, so that anyone who wants it can take it”
(Mechilta, Jethro).
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Jewish Festivals
Festivals of the Bible
Richard M. Davidson, Ph.D.

Names
and Dates

Biblical
References

Significance
for Israel

Significance
for the Church

Shabbat

Gen 2:1-3
Exod 20:8-11
Exod 31:12-17
Lev 23:3, 38
Deut 5:12-15
Isa 58:13, 14
Isa 66:22, 23

Sabbath. Celebrated weekly
(from Friday sunset to Saturday
sunset) as a day of rest, commemorating the Creation and the
Exodus.

The majority of Christians (except
certain churches such as Seventhday Adventists and Seventh Day
Baptists) have abandoned the Sabbath (between the 2nd and 4th centuries) to celebrate Sunday as a sign
of the resurrection of Jesus.

Every
Saturday

Pesah
Nisan
14-21

Exod 12:2-28
Exod 13:3-9
Exod 34:18, 25
Lev 23:4-14
Num 28:16-25
Deut 16:1-8

Passover and Feast of Unleavened
Bread. This feast is the first of the
annual feasts in the Hebrew ecclesiastical calendar, and commemorates the deliverance from Egyptian bondage. The principal element is the “Seder,” a meal (eaten
on the first night of the feast) with
a lamb (a shankbone after the 2nd
Temple times) representing the
slain Passover lamb whose blood
was sprinkled upon the doorposts
and lintels so God would “pass
over” without destroying the firstborn. This meal includes also the
bitter herbs and unleavened bread,
recalling the bitterness of bondage and the haste of the children
of Israel in leaving Egypt.

Easter. The Messiah, symbolized by
the paschal lamb (“who takes away
the sins of the world”), died at Passover time and rose from the dead at
the time of the waving of the sheaf
of barley (as the firstfruits of the
coming harvest, 1 Cor 15:23). Thus
Good Friday and Easter Sunday are
in remembrance of Jesus’ death and
resurrection. The counterpart of the
Passover meal in Christian liturgy is
the Eucharist or Lord’s Supper with
the wine and unleavened bread symbolizing the body and blood of the
Messiah. The Lord’s supper not
only points backward but is at the
same time a projection into the future awaiting Jesus’ return which is
to be the moment of total liberation,
a veritable “Exodus.”

For Jews,
April 4-11

Shavuot
Sivan 6

Exod 23:16
Exod 34:22
Lev 23:15-22
Num 28:26-31
Deut 16:9-12

Feast of Weeks. Comes 50 days
after Passover. This is the Feast
of Har vest, also named Hag
Habbikkurim
“Feast
of
Firstfruits.” This is also the feast
of the revelation and giving of the
Torah to Moses by Yahweh on Mt.
Sinai. Modern custom is to study
Torah all night.

Pentecost. This feast commemorates
the giving of the Spirit by God at the
time of Pentecost to the believers at
Jerusalem (Acts 2), in fulfillment of
the promise of Jer 31:33, to write the
Torah in the hearts of people. The
outpouring of the Spirit points to the
first Pentecost at Sinai (both involving fire, thunder, and sound of rushing wind), and also was an earthly
sign of the inauguration of the Messiah as Priest King in heaven (Heb
1:3, 9; Rev 4-5).

May 24

Rosh
Hashana
Tishri 1

Lev 23:23-25
Num 29:1-6
Neh 8:1-12

Feast of Trumpets. First day of
the Jewish civil year. This is the
day when God was proclaimed
King of Israel. It is likewise the
preparation for the judgment of
the world (alluding to Yom Kippur), and also regarded as the first
day of Creation week.

For the churches that attach significance to this feast, the Feast of
Trumpets symbolizes the preparation for the day of judgment to
come (see the significance of the
sounding of the trumpets in Rev 811).

Sept 14

1996 Civil
Dates

For Christians,
April 5-7
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Names
and Dates

Biblical
References

Significance
for Israel

Significance
for the Church

1996 Civil
Dates

Yom
Kippur
Tishri 10

Lev 16:1-34
Lev 23:26-32
Lev 25:8-17
Num 29:7-11

Day of Atonement. This is a
Shabbat-Shabbaton, the most important day of the year. Day when
“the divine sentence is sealed.”
Confession and repentance are fundamental to this day of fasting.

The high priest is a type of the Messiah, who makes expiation for the
sins of the people. This day announces the final divine judgment
coming at the end of the world’s
history (see Rev 11-20).

Sept 23

Sukkot
Tishri
15-21

Lev 23:33-44
Num 29:12-39
Deut 16:13-17
Neh 8:14-18
Zech 14:16

Feast of Tabernacles or Booths.
The people construct booths
(sukkot) covered with branches to
live in for 7 days, reminiscent of
the 40 years of Israel’s dwelling in
“booths” in the wilderness following their exodus from Egypt. At
the temple the spectacular “water
outpouring” and light ceremonies
symbolized the water from the
rock and pillar of fire during the
wilderness wandering. It was also
the year’s crowning agricultural
feast celebrating the bounties of
the fruit harvest.

This feast carries the message of the
experience of joy which becomes
complete at the time of the end of
the existence of evil. At his final
Feast of Tabernacles on earth, Jesus
announced the Messianic fulfillment
of the “water outpouring” and light
ceremonies (John 7:37-38; 8:12).
The ultimate celebration of this feast
is in the “Earth made new” (in fulfillment of the prophecies of Ezek 47,
Zech 14:16, and Rev 21-22), when
the saints are gathered into their harvest home, “the tabernacle of God is
with men” (Rev 21:3).

Sept 28 Oct 4

Simhat
Torah
Tishri 22

Lev 23:36
Num 29:35-39
John 7:37

Rejoicing in the Law. In biblical
times called the eighth or “Great”
day of the Feast (of Sukkot), but
since the Middle Ages it has been
an independent festival called
Simhat Torah (“Rejoicing of the Torah”). Modern customs include joyous hakkafot or “circuits” around the
synagogue carrying the Torah scrolls
amid dancing and singing.

Although many Christians emphasize the value of Bible study, there
is no celebration parallel to Simhat
Torah with a joyous reveling in the
Bible.

Oct 5

Hanukkah
Kislev 25Tevet 2

John 10:22

Feast of Dedication or Feast of
Lights. Hanukkah means “dedication.” This feast commemorates
Judas Maccabees’ purification and
dedication of the altar on the third
anniversary of the profanation of
the temple by Antiochus
Epiphanes, the 25th of Kislev, 164
B.C.E. The kindling of the 8
lamps at the time of this feast recalls the miracle of the oil: the oil
which was only enough for a
single day miraculously burned
for eight days.

At the time of his last Hanukkah on
earth, Jesus announced the Messianic fulfillment of this feast in himself, the antitypical Light and
Temple whom the Father “dedicated” when he came into the world
(John 10:22, 36; cf. 1:9, 2:19-21).
The ultimate Feast of Lights will
come in the New Earth where “the
Lamb is its lamp” (Rev 21:23).

Dec 6-13

Purim
Adar
14 & 15

Esth 9:17-32

Feast of Lots or Feast of Esther.
Purim is a joyous feast inspired by
the atmosphere of jubilation of
the people of Israel at the time
when God granted the prayer of
Esther and gave victory over
wicked Haman, who had cast lots
(Purim) to determine the day for
the destruction of the Jews. The
feast recalls the age-long battle of
God versus the forces of evil.

The New Testament implies an
eschatological counterpart of Purim
in the description of the final death
decree upon God’s people, from
which they will be miraculously delivered and at which time their enemies will be destroyed (Rev 13:15;
15:2; 19:11-21).

Mar 5-6
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The Event

FPO

FPO

(Picture by Jacques Doukhan)

About 3000 years ago, King
David conquered Jerusalem, then
under Jebusite rule, and made it
capital of his kingdom.
According to the biblical
record, David’s reign lasted forty
years, thirty-three of which were
spent in Jerusalem (1 Kings
2:11), and his son Solomon ruled
in Jerusalem during forty years (2
Chronicles 9:30).
The campaign conducted by
the Egyptian King Shishak
against Israel took place five years
after Solomon’s reign ended (1
Kings 14:25). Extrabiblical
sources and a considerable

(Picture by Jacques Doukhan)

Jerusalem 3000

amount of archaeological evidence have confirmed the historicity of the event and allowed
biblical scholars to date it with
relative precision to around 924
B.C.E.
It is from this date that the
countdown has proceeded. If we
add to 924 the five years after
Solomon’s reign, the forty years
of Solomon’s reign, and the
thirty-three years of David’s reign
in Jerusalem, we reach more or
less the year 1003-1004 before
the common era. If we then add
3000 years, we arrive to the year
1996—this year.
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Calendar of Main Events in
th
Jerusalem for Its 3000
Anniversary
September 4, 1995

Jerusalem 3000 Opening Week Celebrations (at the Knesset—followed by a
huge “Sound and Light” show at the Israeli Museum).

September 14-15, 1995

The night will be devoted to expressions of faith throughout the Psalms of
David (on Mount Scopus with the participation of choirs, soloists, and
religious cantors).

October 11, 1995

Salute to Jerusalem. Parade of thousands of artists, dancers, musicians, and
several floats representing many great cities of the world.

December 21, 1995

Liturgical Festival of Sacred Music.

March 18, 1996

A royal banquet will be prepared by 15 of the greatest chefs in the world.

May 1-15, 1996

International drawing competition for children on Jerusalem.

May 5-9, 1996

Great fair of Jewish art (Judaica 3000).

May 6-8, 1996

Lecture at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem in collaboration with the
Münster University (Germany) on King David and Jerusalem in the Psalms.

May 12- June 14, 1996

Special program of the third millennia (not yet communicated).

June 1 - December 31, 1996

Historical display on Jerusalem throughout centuries.

July 29 - August 1, 1996

Celebration of gospel music (with the participation of the Brooklyn
Tabernacle Singers).

July 31, 1996

Gala concert of Psalms (with the participation of Zubin Melita).

October 6-13, 1996

International Festival of Ancient Music (artists in orchestra and in solo will
perform on original musical instruments).

December 8, 1996

Liturgical Festival of Sacred Music.

December 28, 1996

King David’s violin (with the participation of Itzah Perlman, Pinhas
Zueleman, etc.).

Other events will include concerts, lectures, parades, competitions, films, and all kinds of
special expositions.
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Recent Books
FPO
The Apostle Paul, Christian Jew: Faithfulness and
Law, by Edwin D. Freed (University Press of America,
1994), pp. 256, $34.50.
“Professor Freed invites us to ‘think otherwise’ with
him about Paul and succeeds in writing a most provocative and challenging book. This volume forces us to
rethink some of our basic assumptions about Pauline
theology. By reading Paul in the context of the apostle’s
fundamental Jewishness, he calls into question much of
current interpretation. This is a profoundly thorough,
honest, and scholarly treatment of Paul. To my knowledge it is the most consistent effort to understand the
Pauline category of faith as faithfulness and all that view
implies. It merits careful reading and consideration by
every serious student of Paul” (Robert Kysar, Professor
of New Testament and Homiletics, The Lutheran Theological Seminary at Philadelphia).
Edwin D. Freed is Professor Emeritus at Gettysburg
College.

relationship between these two great traditions. The
authors compare and contrast the paramount theological categories of Judaism and Christianity, specifically
Torah, God, and Israel for Judaism, and Bible, God,
and church for Christianity.
Revelation is the first of three volumes in support of
this effort. It consists of a conversation between the
Torah and its authoritative representation in the Talmud of Babylonia (a complete and exhaustive statement
of God’s will for Judaism) and the Christian Bible (Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament), including the interpretation of scripture within the primitive church as
the foundation of Christian authority.
Within this conversation the authors do not sidestep
profound disagreement in favor of proposing obscure
theological difference. Each believes in his tradition and
its affirmations, and each seeks to grasp the rationality
of the views of the other.
Jacob Neusner, leading scholar of the formative age
and writings of Judaism, is Distinguished Research Professor of Religious Studies at the University of South
Florida, Tampa.
Bruce D. Chilton, New Testament and Judaic scholar,
is Bernard Iddings Bell Professor of Religion at Bard
College, Annandale-on-Hudson, New York.

FPO
FPO
Revelation: The Torah and the Bible, by Jacob
Neusner and Bruce D. Chilton (Trinity Press International, 1995), pp. 175, $17.00.
Here is a superb resource for all who wish to deepen
their understanding of Judaism and Christianity and the

Wisdom and Law in the Old Testament: The Ordering of Life in Israel and Early Judaism, revised edition,
by Joseph Blenkinsopp, The Oxford Bible Series (Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 197, $18.95.
“What a pleasure to find a book that takes seriously
the meaning and importance of ‘law’ in the Hebrew
Bible . . . This book is a helpful introduction to the
current state of critical theology . . . both informative
and stimulating” (The Universe).
This revised edition has been considerably expanded
to take in work on the legal and didactic material published since the 1980s. It gives more attention to the
different literary genres used by Israel’s sages and to the
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social settings in which the material came into existence
and circulated. References to relevant archaeological data
have also been brought up to date. The main purpose of
the book, however, remains the same: to trace the course
of two related key streams of tradition, law and wisdom,
throughout the history of Israel in the biblical period,
and to demonstrate their essential lines of continuity with
classical Jewish thought and early Christian theology.
Joseph Blenkinsopp is Professor of Biblical Studies
at the University of Notre Dame, Indiana.

FPO

Pomegranates and Golden Bells: Studies in Biblical,
Jewish, and Near Eastern Ritual, Law, and Literature
in Honor of Jacob Milgrom, edited by David P. Wright,
David Noel Freedman, and Avi Hurvitz (Eisenbrauns,
1995), pp. 861, $59.50.
This collection in honor of Jacob Milgrom gathers
leading biblical scholars such as Rolf Rendtorff, Michael
Fishbane, Meir Weiss, Emanuel Tov, Moshe Greenberg,
Anson Rainey, John Van Seters, Shalom Paul,
Shemaryahu Talmon, Abraham Malamat, and many
other important contributors.
The book contains sixty articles in two sections: the
first section is titled “Ritual, Law and Their Sources,”
and the second section, “Other Literary, Historical, and
Linguistic Studies.”
These articles are preceded by a bibliography of the
published writings of Jacob Milgrom (224) from 1955
to 1994 and even a list of forthcoming works. In his
preface, the noted David Noel Freedman justifies this
vast enterprise by saying: “Our guide and mentor in
such matters has been and will continue to be Jacob
Milgrom. He has brought from his many years in the
rabbinate a pervasive pastoral concern for the flock,
now greatly enlarged through his writing. He has insisted that scholarship should be in the service of teaching, and particularly aimed at those who wish to read,
study, and profit from the Scriptures. So in everything he has written and preeminently in his masterworks . . . the scholarship is ubiquitous and overpowering, but not without accompanying interpretation
and exposition in language that everyone is able to
understand and appreciate, with the result that all of
us, scholars and nonscholars alike, may gain in knowledge and improve our grasp of all these matters. . . . It
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is altogether fitting then, that we should honor Jacob
Milgrom at this time for the marvelous things he has
already accomplished and to wish him the best possible combination of conditions and circumstances for
continuing with his labors and completing the awesome task he has set for himself.”

FPO
God’s Festivals in Scripture and History, Part I: The
Spring Festivals, by Samuele Bacchiocchi (Biblical Perspectives, 1995), pp. 252, $14.95.
Most evangelical churches no longer observe the annual Biblical Festivals today, partly as a result of the radical antifeasts attitude of the Puritans, who swept away
all religious holy days except the Lord’s Day. The Puritans viewed the church calendar, which was filled with
saints’ days and Marian feasts instituted by the Roman
Catholic Church, as indicative of the apostasy into which
the church had fallen. To rid the church of all the pagan superstitions which had become part of the popular piety, the Puritans in Colonial America did away with
all the annual holy days. In doing so, however, they left
Christians without a religious calendar to commemorate the great saving acts of God.
In God’s Festivals in Scripture and History Dr. Samuele
Bacchiocchi challenges Christians to bring about worship renewal by developing a church calendar patterned
after the religious calendar God gave to Israel.
Samuele Bacchiocchi is the first non-Catholic to graduate from the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome.
Currently, he is Professor of Church History and Theology at Andrews University, Berrien Springs, Michigan.
How to Be a Perfect Stranger: A Guide to Etiquette
in Other People’s Religious Ceremonies, edited by Arthur
J. Magida (Jewish Lights Publishing, 1996), pp. 417,
$24.95.
In today’s diverse American society, we often are invited—through family, friends, or business contacts—
to religious ceremonies or services that are not of our
own tradition or faith. Entering this unfamiliar atmosphere—whether a Presbyterian baptism, a Jewish bar
mitzvah, a Roman Catholic wedding, or an Islamic,
Hindu or Buddhist service—can be awkward. . . .
What will happen? What do I do? What do I wear?

What do I say? What should I avoid doing, wearing, saying? How long will it last? What are their basic beliefs?
Will there be a reception? Will there be food? Should I
bring a gift? When is it okay to leave?
These are just a few of the basic, very practical ques-

FPO
tions answered in How to Be a Perfect Stranger. A lively,
straightforward guide to the basic services and ceremonies of all major religions and denominations in America,
it is based on information obtained directly from each
of them.
An indispensable, easy-to-use handbook, it helps the
well-meaning guest of any other faith to feel comfortable, participate to the fullest extent possible, and avoid
violating anyone’s religious principles or hurting their
feelings.
This book helps turn the “strange” into the less confusing (but not the ordinary). Most of all, it enables the
invited “stranger” to truly appreciate the experience, and
enrich their own spiritual understanding.

FPO
Torah and Law in Paradise Lost, by Jason P.
Rosenblatt (Princeton University Press, 1994), pp. 274,
$39.50.
It has been the fate of Milton, the most Hebraic of
the great English poets, to have been interpreted in this
century largely by those inhospitable to his Hebraism.
To remedy this lack of balance, Jason Rosenblatt reveals
Milton’s epic representations of paradise and the fallen
world to be the supreme coordinates of an interpretive
struggle, in which Jewish beliefs that the Hebrew Bible

was eternally authoritative Torah were set against the
Christian view that it was a temporary law superseded
by the New Testament. Arguing persuasively that the
Milton of the 1643-1645 prose tracts saw the Hebrew
Bible from the Jewish perspective, Rosenblatt shows that
these tracts are the principal doctrinal matrix of the
middle books of Paradise Lost, which present the Hebrew Bible and Adam and Eve as self-sufficient entities.
“With brilliance and with learning, Rosenblatt sheds
new light on Milton’s ambivalent Hebraism. This is a
book to be cherished not only by Miltonists but by anyone curious about the relationship between reading and
writing, interpretation and originality” (Leslie Brisman,
Yale University).
Jason P. Rosenblatt is Professor of English at
Georgetown University.

FPO
Turning to Torah: The Emerging Noachide Movement,
by Kimberly E. Hanke (Jason Aronson Inc., 1995), pp.
250, $25.00.
The twentieth century has witnessed the emergence
of a new, dynamic, and growing movement comprising
Gentiles who are searching for the truths of the Bible.
Many Gentiles and Jews have heard of the Noachide laws
that are stipulated in the Talmud, but few are familiar
with what these laws actually are. Turning to Torah is
the story of the emerging Noachide movement and the
Jews and Gentiles who have committed themselves to
it.
“I warmly and strongly recommend this absolutely
gripping and stirring account to any and all, whether
Jew or Christian, who are interested in the spiritual journey, the Quest for God. After 1,900 years of Christian
anti-Semitism, this incredible story documents one
Christian’s journey back the other way—to Jesus, and to
his God, his Scriptures, and his beloved Jewish people.
All Christians interested in a restoration of the original
faith will greatly profit from this book and Jews of whatever persuasion will surely be fascinated by this journey
‘back’ to Judaism” (James D. Tabor, Ph.D., Associate
Professor of Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity,
University of North Carolina at Charlotte).
Kimberly E. Hanke has been involved in the Noachide
movement since 1988 and currently resides in the state
of Washington.
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“Blessed is the man
Who walks not in the counsel of the ungodly, . . .
But his delight is in the law of the Lord,
And in His law he meditates day and night.”
Psalm 1:1, 2, NKJV

